
 

 

 

Meeting Summary 

 

The following is a summary of the issues discussed at the Maryland Department of Transportation (MDOT) – 

Maryland Transit Administration (MTA) StateStat Meeting on March 12, 2014. Analysis is provided by StateStat. 

 

Transit Ridership 

 

 Harsh Winter Conditions in January Contribute to the Low Ridership Totals. The MTA averaged 

305,962 weekday riders in January, which is an 11.9 percent decline from January 2013.  It is the lowest total 

since there were roughly 270,000 weekday riders in February 2010 when “Snowmageddon” hit the east coast.  

Weather played a significant role again in the low ridership numbers in January, as several snow storms closed 

schools and shutdown businesses throughout the month. The slow month continues a downward ridership 

trend so far in FY14.  The MTA reported that it is currently involved in three major developments related to 

its bus service that should improve customer satisfaction and reverse the downward ridership trend in the 

future.  

 

First, the agency will be able to put more bus operators on the street in FY15. The Department of Legislative 

Services (DLS) analyst for the MTA agreed with the Governor’s budget allowance, and the agency reported 

that it plans to add 74 new bus drivers as a result of the budget. An additional ten positions will be added for 

full-time “transportation supervisors.” The additional drivers and supervisors should increase the reliability 

of the MTA’s bus service moving forward and reduce the heavy workload on current bus operators.   

 

The MTA will also be implementing recommendations from the Bus Network Improvement Project (BNIP) 

in FY15 that are expected to maximize transit access, improve service quality, and increase network 

efficiency. BNIP represents the first comprehensive review of the bus system in more than a decade, and the 

agency expects to release its preliminary recommendations to the public in late April. MTA customers will 

then have the opportunity to comment on the proposed changes through public hearings this spring before 

Phase I of the five-year plan goes into effect in August 2014.  

 

Finally, Administrator Smith announced last month that he will be leading a “Ridership Committee” to 

develop new strategies to increase bus ridership. The Committee will consist of internal stakeholders 

(Operations, Capital Programming, Marketing, Bus Maintenance, Police, Performance Management, Service 

Development, Planning, MDOT, etc.) and eventually external stakeholders as well. Two planning meetings 

have already taken place, and the first official Ridership Committee meeting is expected to be scheduled in 

the next several weeks. 
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 The MTA Held an “All-Day Work session” Last Week With its APC Analytics Vendor.  Over the past 

year, the MTA has discussed its plan to move away from using farebox machines to measure bus ridership 

and change to a more sophisticated APC system.  The APC technology works by placing infrared sensors at 

bus doors to count passengers as they board and leave the vehicle.  The MTA would like to use this system 

moving forward, because it is becoming the industry standard and it is far less susceptible to human error and 

mechanical problems than the current methodology. However, the agency cannot begin officially reporting 

APC numbers until the technology completes a validation process and applies to the Federal Transit 

Administration (FTA) for approval. The MTA has been working to verify APC data by comparing it to 

ridership checks by individuals manually recording the number of people getting on and off buses.  The MTA 

originally expected to request approval from the FTA on December 4th, but the application was delayed after 

its analytics vendor found anomalies in the data. However, the agency reported last month that a software 

upgrade has solved this problem. The MTA indicated that it is now extremely pleased with the accuracy of 

the APC data it is receiving, which is within five percent of manual counts and shows a very high correlation 

with ridership trends. Initial reports show that farebox machines do not capture roughly ten percent of the 

people who actually ride MTA buses on an average weekday.  The agency stated that after nearly a year of 

testing to make sure the system is accurate, it is now confident with the APC ridership totals. However, the 

MTA reported that it continues to see a discrepancy in what the APC system is reporting and what manual 

counts are showing for the “average passenger trip length.” The new algorithm used last month to fix this 

problem was apparently unsuccessful, so the agency indicated during the meeting that it will pull in additional 

resources to get this problem resolved as quickly as possible.  

 

News and Follow-Up Items 

 

 The MTA Identified Two Emerging Markets that Will Generate Significant MBE Procurement 

Opportunities in Future Years.  In FY13, the MTA awarded over $745 million in procurement contracts 

(not including $486 million for the Amtrak Operating Agreement), which was the second highest value of all 

the State agencies---behind only the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DHMH).  Therefore, the 

agency plays a critical role in whether or not Maryland reaches the new 29 percent MBE goal for FY14.  Last 

year, the MTA’s MBE participation percentage was 18.7 percent, which was the fourth lowest out of all the 

entities with over $175 million in procurement. In recent months, StateStat has asked agencies to identify 

emerging markets in the pipeline that will have significant opportunities for MBE contracts in the future. The 

goal is to encourage agencies to be more prepared and reach out to minority business communities well in 

advance of large projects, so these companies are aware of upcoming procurement contracts. The MTA 

discussed two major emerging markets that will generate a significant number of procurement awards down 

the road: (1) The Purple and Red Lines and (2) Phase 2 of the Kirk Division Bus Division Redevelopment 

Project.  Additional information on each project is listed below:  
 

Purple and Red Lines: The construction of the Purple and Red Lines for the Light Rail will provide a number 

of procurement opportunities that minority-owned businesses could bid for. The New Start projects are 

expected to create more than 6,800 jobs and construction is expected to begin next spring. In a related story, 

the Governor and Lt Governor announced the selection of 16 “Preferred Training Partners” for the Purple and 

Red Line projects last month. The Training Program, administered by the MTA and the Department of Labor, 

Licensing, and Regulation (DLLR), provides grants to qualified organizations to train local residents for entry-

level, mid-level, and skilled-level positions. The MTA will be working with these organizations to connect 

newly skilled workers with the Purple Line and the Red Line contractors, maximizing the number of local 

residents benefitting from employment on these two light rail projects. The training program will also be 

closely linked with DLLR’s EARN Maryland initiative. MTA reported that it recently held its third MBE 

outreach event for the Red and Purple lines and that GOMA is sponsoring an event on May 10th and will bring 

http://www.mdot.maryland.gov/News/1%20News%20Documents/Preferred_Training_Partners.pdf
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in all the resources for the MBE community. The agency indicated that it will continue to be proactive in the 

future in organizing additional outreach events to make sure the minority-owned businesses are engaged in 

this project.   

 

Kirk Bus Division Redevelopment Project: The Kirk bus facility has not been significantly renovated since it 

was built in 1947, and local residents frequently complained about the level of noise and pollution coming 

from the depot.  To address these concerns, MTA applied for and received $40 million from the Federal 

Transit Administration (FTA) in July 2012 to repair the old maintenance yard and aging structure. This two-

phase project will replace the facility with two new buildings: a Maintenance Building (Phase I) and the 

outdoor bus yard will be converted into a Transportation and Storage Building (Phase II).  In addition, Phase 

II will include a landscaping project to address visibility concerns raised by local residents.  The MTA broke 

ground on Phase I of this project on November 26, 2013, and the renovation will create hundreds of jobs in 

Baltimore over the next four years. The MTA indicated that it has a 30 percent MBE participation goal for 

this project. Additionally, the MTA planned to implement a special employment outreach program with the 

goal of hiring Nationally Targeted Workers for 15 percent of the jobs associated with the construction of both 

of the facilities. These workers include people who are: veterans, live in economically distressed areas, single 

custodial parents, receive public assistance, lack a GED, etc. Phase I construction is expected to be complete 

in the summer of 2015 and Phase II construction is expected to begin in the fall of 2015 and take two years to 

complete.   

Kirk Bus Facility, Northeast Baltimore 

 

Real Time Scheduling 

 

 The MTA Plans to Provide Real-Time Scheduling Information for its Light Rail Trains on its Website 

Beginning on April 1st. Since January, the MTA has been testing its “Next Train Arrival” system by listing 

expected wait times on LED screens located at all of its station stops. The MTA currently plans to provide 

this information on its website beginning on April 1st, which will allow customers to track exactly where their 

train is and when it will arrive. The “go live” date has been somewhat delayed, because the agency has been 

having some difficulty showing images on older versions of Internet Explorer. The MTA provided the panel 

with a demonstration of what the website will eventually look like during the StateStat meeting. The website 

shows a map that tracks each individual trail in real time and also provides expected wait times at each 

individual stop. The agency plans to launch a large marketing campaign highlighting the new online feature 

that will begin in early April and will include print, radio, and television advertisements. On March 7th, 

StateStat again monitored the accuracy of time estimates at the Convention Center Light Rail stop from 12:00-

2:00pm. The observations from this brief field study are listed on the next page. Overall, StateStat found the 

text train arrival system provides very accurate time estimates to customers on when the next train will arrive 

going both northbound and southbound. BWI estimates that started out over 30 minutes away all arrived 

http://mta.maryland.gov/kirk-avenue-bus-facility-groundbreaking
http://mta.maryland.gov/kirk-avenue-bus-facility-groundbreaking
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within three minutes of the initial estimate, which is impressive given these trains have to navigate through 

downtown. There were only a handful of issues that StateStat raised with the MTA about the performance of 

its Next Train Arrival system.  
 

First, passengers are still not being given any warning before northbound Penn-Camden trains arrive. This 

problem occurred last month as well, and the MTA stated the issue is caused because the Camden and 

Convention Center stations are located only 120 yards from each other.  By the time this train starts its route, 

it is already approaching the Convention center before it can register to the station platform sign. The MTA 

it is also unable to provide wait times at the BWI station, because the train starts its route at that location. The 

panel encouraged the MTA to find a way to at least provide time estimates on the BWI platform screens for 

when the next train would arrive. The agency indicated that it would provide an update at the next StateStat 

meeting on its plans to notify passengers at BWI of when the next train will leave the station.  

 

StateStat also noted that it witnessed a “ghost train” during the filed study going northbound to Hunt Valley 

that was never listed on the screen. The MTA reported this occurs when the electrical breaker for the train’s 

computer is turned off during routine maintenance and is not turned back on before departure. The agency 

stated that it has re-emphasized to maintenance personnel not to turn this breaker off and has reached out to 

the contractor to add a cover over the breaker to prevent this situation from occurring. The contractor is 

currently providing a cost estimate for the covers. The MTA believes ghost trains are now very rare, and the 

problem should go away almost completely when the covers are purchased and placed on the trains in the 

next several weeks.   

 

Observations from Monitoring the  Next Train Arrival Monitors at the  Convention Center Light Rail Stop                             

March 7th from 12:00 to 2:00pm 

North Bound Trains to Hunt Valley South Bound Trains to Camden Yards, BWI, and Cromwell 

 Very accurate time estimates within 10 mins 

 Accurate with time estimates over 20 mins (all within 

3 minutes) 

 The Penn-Camden Train was not listed on the screen at 

12:10 and 12:45 

 

 The Penn-Camden Train was not listed on the screen 

until it said “train approaching” at 1:11 and 1:49 

 

 One “ghost train” (pictured below) at 1:42 to Hunt 

Valley was not listed on the screen 

 Very accurate time estimates within 10 mins 

 

 Accurate with time estimates over 20 mins (all within 3 minutes) 

 

 The 12:10 train southbound was listed correctly on the LCD screen 

as going to BWI, but the screen on the actual train had Hunt Valley 

as its ultimate destination (opposite way) 

 

 The BWI train at 1:01 was never on the screen. Likely not a “ghost 

train,” because the screen said “train approaching. There seems to 

be an issue sometimes going southbound when more than two trains 

are arriving within 5 minutes of each other, because there is only 2 

available spots on the LCD screen 
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 CAD/AVL Hardware and Software Upgrades Should be Completed in March, Which are Critical to 

the MTA’s Goal of Providing “Next Bus Arrival” Time Estimates in the Fall of 2014. Following the 

unveiling of the “Next Train Arrival” system, the MTA hopes to go live with its “Next Bus Arrival” system 

in the fall. Providing customers with real-time information about when their bus will arrive was one of the 

most consistent requests from the public during the BNIP outreach meetings. The success and reliability of 

Next Bus time estimates will heavily depend on the functionality of its Computer Aided Dispatch/Automated 

Vehicle Locator (CAD/AVL) system, which has not been working effectively in recent years.  In January 

2014, roughly 42 percent of buses were not properly communicating with the MTA, including 30 percent of 

buses that showed initial log-in failures.  There has been relatively little improvement to the CAD/AVL system 

over the past year and a half, as over 40 percent of buses have had communication issues since at least July 

2012. However, the MTA expects to finally see significant improvements over the next several months.   
 

The agency will be retrofitting all 104 of its 2005 and 2006 series buses with new radio equipment, and the 

instillations will generate an inventory of spare parts that can then be used to improve the hardware on the 

fleet’s older buses.  The installations began on February 1st, and the agency stated in the meeting that 78 buses 

have now been updated with new equipment. The radio installations of all 104 buses are expected to be 

complete in the next two weeks. Once all of the new radios have been installed, the MTA will immediately 

begin installing new software programs into all of its buses and balancing its radio channels to allow more 

buses to communicate with MTA servers at the same time. The software instillations are expected to take five 

days at all four of the bus depots, meaning the entire hardware and software upgrade should be complete by 

mid-April. The manager of the Radio Shop has expressed confidence that once both the hardware and software 

changes are made, StateStat will see a dramatic turnaround in the numbers.  If significant improvements are 

not seen, it will be a major setback to the MTA’s plan to provide “Next Bus Arrival” information by August 

or September of 2014.   

 

At StateStat’s request, the MTA added several metrics to its template to better track the Radio Shop’s progress 

in identifying and fixing failing CAD/AVL equipment.  The Radio Shop recently began a program of issuing 

CAD/AVL preventative maintenance tickets for every bus in the fleet once every six months, and the first 

cycle is almost complete.  The Radio Shop becomes aware of buses that are having trouble connecting to the 

MTA’s server through several other sources as well, and recent data shows that 305 corrective maintenance 

tickets were opened in January and February---a dramatic increase from previous totals. The panel was pleased 

to see the agency now has a more efficient system in place to both identify buses that have failing CAD/AVL 

equipment and get them back on the street as quickly as possible. Consistent and effective maintenance of the 

radio hardware on MTA buses will be crucial for the reliability of the Next Bus Arrival system when it is 

eventually rolled out later this year.  
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MTA’s Timeline for CAD/AVL Hardware and Software Installations (February 4th) 

Action Date 

Delivery of 104 New Radios December 31-January 31 

Hardware Instillation February 1-March 17 

Software Upgrade March 18-March 23 

Testing of New Equipment March 24-April 21 

 

Transit Safety 

 

 Property Crime on MTA Modes has Been Lower than the Year Before in Five out of the Past Six 

Reporting Months. StateStat has been closely monitoring the number of Part I property crimes taking place 

on MTA modes over the past year, as transit organizations across the country are struggling to control the 

theft of smartphones and mobile devices. The average number of property crimes per month jumped from 19 

in FY12 to 31 in FY13. The MTA took several steps in the past year to respond to this problem. First, every 

mode now has a running public service announcement at thirty minute intervals reminding passengers to pay 

close attention to their smartphones. The MTA has also partnered with the Baltimore City Police Department 

to increase enforcement at “hot spot” locations and has passed out over 80,000 pamphlets to customers 

reminding them to safeguard their valuables. Recent StateStat data indicates the increased attention to this 
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problem is paying off. Property theft is down year-over-year in five out of the past six months, which is largely 

a result of significant safety improvements on the Light Rail. The Light Rail is averaging 6.3 property crimes 

per month so far in FY14---the lowest average in at least the past four years. MTA police also received very 

positive news earlier this month when it was reported that Baltimore County has now joined Baltimore City 

in banning cell-phone kiosk machines. The agency has previously stated removing the kiosk machines would 

be a big step in the right direction, but the problem of cell phone theft will not entirely go away until the 

manufactures take proper steps to reduce the incentive.       
 

The MTA has also previously reported the increase in property crimes and juvenile arrests in FY13 was caused 

by a significant change in the scheduling of bell times for Baltimore City Public Schools (BCPS).  Prior to 

the 2012-13 school year, BCPS had 25 different bell times to end the school day between 2:00pm and 4:00pm.  

However, last year there were only five bell times, which dramatically increased the number of children on 

the streets at the same time. The MTA would like to see the bell times spread out more for the 2014-15 school 

year, so it can reduce congestion on its modes and street corners. During the meeting, the MTA’s Chief of 

Police said he recently had a very productive meeting with BCPS about this issue and that he thinks 

improvements could happen to the bell system before the start of the next school year. 

 

 
 

 
 


